The Paddar Valley, historically known as Sapphire Valley situated in Kishtwar district, is a prime landmark in the Jammu region of J&K state and is known for its rich cultural and plant diversity because of diverse habitats such as rivers, streams, meadows and steep mountain slopes. The area is located in the dry temperate region comprising typical vegetation which disappears completely on the eastern slopes, dominated by a variety of economical species which play an important role in the rural life. The inhabitants are dependent on plant resources for food, fuel, timber, shelter, fodder/forage, household articles and traditional medicines in treating diseases like malaria, cancer, gastro-intestinal ailments, etc. This paper deals with the observations on traditional therapeutic application by the inhabitants of Paddar Valley. The ethno-botanical information on medicinal plants would not only be useful in conservation of traditional cultures and biodiversity but also community health care and drug development. Exploration survey in Paddar Valley has revealed that people collect and sell these medicinal species through local intermediaries / contractors to earn their livelihood. But the scientific cultivation and appropriate post-harvest management would improve employment opportunity and income of local farmers in the region.
Introduction
Herbal wealth comprising herbs and shrubs is an indispensable component of human lives since they provide diverse range of biochemical compounds required for metabolic activities (Cotton 1996; Buckingham 1999) .
Western Himalayas are considered as a storehouse of herbal wealth supporting the vast network of traditional Indian System of Medicine. There is a wealth of information on the identity and distribution of different plant species of the region in the form of regional floras, reports of botanical expeditions, monographic accounts of families, genera and similar other publications. Ethno-botanical studies on medicinal plants are of paramount importance, particularly in the harsh climates like cold arid regions wherein modern system of medicine is not so developed. Such indigenous system of traditional knowledge conserves cultural and ecological diversity besides community healthcare and drug development. Ethno-botanical studies are also expected to provide new material for the ever-expanding pharmaceutical industry. Paddar Valley is the farthest corner of District Kishtwar, comprising 32 villages on south-eastern side touching its borders with Himachal Pradesh, Zanskar Valley of Ladakh and MarwahWadwan Valley. Paddar is known for blue diamond 'Sapphire' deposits and other forest products like kala zeera and guchhi. The area is drained by the Chenab river system which, flowing in from neighbouring Himachal Pradesh, enters the area through Paddar, the trans-Himalayan trekking trails leading to the Suru and Zanskar valleys of Ladakh pass amidst breathtaking mountain sceneries. Elevation range of the valley is 1500 to 4500 metres above mean sea level and between latitude 33° 15' 10"N to 33° 30' 10" N and longitude 76° 02' 10"E to 76° 25' 15" E. This area remains considerably under the clouds when monsoon attacks the plains. Average temperature during the working season of July to September remains around 5°C to 10°C during the day and almost minus 1-2°C during night.
The region provides a wide variety of plants (herbs, shrubs and trees) owing to its diversified landscapes. Every year, thousands of people undertake Machail pilgrimage along Bhot nala, a tributary of River Chenab. The local inhabitants largely depended upon the local flora for food and medicine. The information on these plant species is utilised to understand the humanplant relationship, as well as a guide for drug development under the assumption that a plant which has been used by indigenous people over a long period of time may have an allopathic application (Farnsworth, 1993) . Due to the remoteness of the area and dearth of doctors, the 'hakims' resorted to different medicinal plants as a treatment to different diseases (Arshad, 1999; Shinwari, 2002) . The decline in their cultural peculiarities and their traditional knowledge about the local floras are spontaneous and fast due to better facilities of transportation, communication and education. Thus, the present study was carried out as an ethnobotanical exploration to collect and document information on useful plant species (their local names) that find traditional use in the daily life of local inhabitants for medicines and healthcare.
Materials and Methods
An ethno-botanical survey of the Paddar valley has been carried out for the collection of specimen, traditional information and anthropological aspects. The practice of prescription and preparation of medicine by using local herbs has been observed at various locations in villages.
Regular exploration trips were made to the representative areas and different plant specimens were photographed, collected, dried, documented and were identified both by comparing them with herbarium specimen and with the help of flora of Jammu and other floras for confirmation (Stewart, 1967; 1982) . First hand information on traditional knowledge related to plant resources, socio-economic and ethno-botanical information was recorded by interviewing the villagers, shopkeepers, timber dealers, local hakims and farmers, but priority was given to local elderly people and Hakims (Local health practitioners) who were the real traditional experts in the use of these medicinal plants. The information on local use of the plant species, their local names and parts used was recorded through discussions with the knowledgeable and elderly local people. They have been highlighted giving botanical names, local/common name(s), economic parts used, and prominent uses.
Results and discussion
The floral diversity of the valley has importance in traditional system of medicine due to its multifarious uses among the rural tribes. Local people are well versed in the use of plants for curing many ailments. Those associated with collection of medicinal plants from the forest areas generally sell them to the local practitioners, contractors or vendors to earn their livelihood. Information on important plant species with ethno-botanical importance has been presented in Table 1 Over-exploitation of these species has not only degraded the local vegetation and the disappearing of natural beauty but also endangered certain species, and one has to travel miles to find them. The direct causes such as cutting of forests for commercial and subsistence purposes and indiscriminate grazing, as well as indirect causes such as insecure land tenure, poverty and population growth, were the most vital factors affecting the local flora. Harsh climatic and high altitude conditions and inaccessibility are the factors which force the people to depend on wild flora for healthcare. There is a negligible attitude towards the cultivation of these herbs. Some of these plants are only found to grow in the forest and grassy slopes and very few find place in the people's home gardens. Therefore, there is a dire need for the protection of this wealth of nature before it disappears from this planet. Moreover, this type of study would be essential for regeneration, conservation and reforestation of this niche area. The altitudinal variation in vegetation was also observed in the zone. The present study disclosed that the growing season was too small starting from April up to September only. The bottlenecks in enhancing the livelihood of the people by using traditional knowledge included inaccessibility of the area, lack of processing and adequate storage after harvest, legal restrictions due to forest legislations, inadequate market and assured prices.
The region should be developed with special interest to the rare availability and high value herbs in comparison with the cultivation of un-economical food crops and shift in the production and marketing of medicinal plants in an organised manner. Therefore, all efforts made to conserve the threatened herbal species and promotion of their cultivation either in-situ or ex-situ by the coordinated efforts of the research and development organisations would go a long way in improving the socio-economic status of and in preserving the traditional knowledge and resources of this region.
